Ultrasound assessment of swallowing in malnourished disabled children.
Oral motor dysfunction is common in children with neurological impairment. Nutritional advice depends upon an accurate assessment of feeding potential in these cases. Videofluoroscopic assessment of oral motor function has been the accepted "gold standard" investigation for several years but has significant drawbacks, including the time constraints set by the use of ionizing radiation and the problems posed by the cumbersome equipment needed in mimicking the child's normal feeding situation. Ultrasonography (US) has been suggested as an alternative or additional investigation of oral motor function in children with neurological impairment. We prospectively evaluated a scoring system derived from US assessment of oral motor function in 32 malnourished disabled children with feeding problems by comparing them with a group of matched control children without neurological impairment. US imaging provided useful information with regard to the oral cavity and the soft tissue structures, capturing the salient features of tongue/hyoid/palate activity and bolus transport across the tongue and through the hypopharyngeal area. The mean percentage score obtained by US assessment of oral motor function in children with neurological impairment was 54.3 +/- 23.2 and from children without neurological impairment 91.9 +/- 12.7 (p < 0.0001). Scores for the oral and pharyngeal phases of swallowing were also very significantly lower than that in the control group, both phases being equally impaired in the disabled children. This study has demonstrated that a scoring system based on US assessment of different components of oral motor activity detects statistically significant differences in the feeding capabilities of children with neurological impairment.